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Social media provides its users with a myriad of benefits: easy event planning, communication with old friends, instant messaging, and, of course, a convenient medium by which to share all of the mundane vicissitudes of modern life. Yet within this innocent sea of friends' photographs and enemies' status updates, a linguistic revolution is constantly under way. Every living language, naturally, is evolving. But in French, and in social media, that evolution becomes identifiable, perhaps even traceable. By focusing on one element in the language of social media-that ubiquitous ne…pas we all encountered in Elementary French-linguistic researchers can uncover a very specific shift in usage within French's overall grammatical system.
The formation of negatives in contemporary French has been a question of considerable debate, as the system of French negation seems to be in a state of flux. Fortunately, contemporary social media offers us the unique opportunity to view large "snapshots" of colloquial language at any given moment in time. With this tool at our disposal, it is possible to tease out the nature of French negation. This paper seeks to establish the preferred method of negation-preverbal, postverbal, or double-markedin spoken French. From there, it will seek to determine what typological consequences, if any, might arise from this preferred method of negation, vis-à-vis the position of question words in content questions. Social media-specifically, Facebook comments-provides the perfect source of data for this sort of investigation. Comments are spontaneous, colloquial, and often reflective of preferred speech patterns. One glance through a photo album can reveal a kaleidoscope of conflicting forms, each competing for linguistic space within an individual's grammar. But before delving into such deep waters, we must first determine what it is about French negation that makes it so prickly for its speakers.
The French language has the rather unique characteristic of being monitored by an institution; the Académie Française was founded in 1635 as "France's official authority on the usages, vocabulary, and grammar of the French language, although its recommendations carry no legal power." 1 Under the influence of such an institution, as well as the weight of hundreds of years of well-documented literary history, it comes as little surprise that the French language often finds itself suspended between "correct" forms and colloquial forms, with many speakers making use of both in everyday speech. For the purposes of this paper, negation in literary or official texts will be ignored, as such texts will almost always necessarily adhere to the rules of Standard French (e) Lache pas la corde! Despite this, it is impossible to delete pas without upsetting the grammaticality of the statement. Thus, (f) *Ne lache la corde! is ungrammatical. This evidence seems to point to pas as the carrier of the most semantic weight in the negative sentence; indeed, ne is interpreted as so loosely negative that its appearance alone in an imperative sentence is not enough to negate the command.
In addition to this, even constructions that seem most strongly to require the ne…pas construction are able to undergo ne-deletion. For instance:
(g) n' estil pas beau? NEG be +3SPres 3SMasc NEG handsome 'Isn't he handsome?' (h) ?Est-il pas beau? (i) *N'est-il beau?
Example (h), although existing at the limits of grammaticality, is nevertheless acceptable for a French speaker, even if a bit unusual. By contrast, example (i) is nearly unintelligible in its communicative intent. It seems near impossible, in fact, to find data in which ne…pas cannot be replaced with pas alone while still retaining its original meaning; it is even less likely to find examples in which ne alone carries the weight of negation.
The distribution of ne…pas and pas in colloquial speech and writing provide some interesting insights into the movement of the language. In particular, there seems to be a correlation between the person features of the subject and the likelihood of ne-deletion-that is, postverbal pas as the only negative marker. In a convenience sample of 77 Facebook comments containing negative sentential elements, sentences with explicit structures 5 (j) or first-person subjects (k) were more likely to contain nedeletion, while sentences with 3rd-person subjects (l) were slightly more likely to retain the ne in their negative constructions. In fact, 3rd-person sentences were the only data group to have a higher probability of ne…pas constructions than ne-deletion; in all other contexts, pas alone was preferred. This is interesting relative to Hans H. Hock's principle of "basicness," where he states that "third person forms are more basic than the forms of other persons." 7 The basicness of a particular form, furthermore, "seems to enable it to resist leveling." That is, basic forms tend to be more resistant to analogical change than other forms. This is consistent with the data presented, which demonstrates a general trend towards preference of postverbal negation rather than double marked ne…pas negation; the most "resistant" segment of this trend is also the most basic 3 rd -person form, which nevertheless does show evidence of succumbing to ne-deletion. Interestingly, the pattern of negation seems to have little to do with the hierarchy of animacy. The highest concentrations of ne…pas negatives, for instance, occurred in the categories of 1 st /2 nd person and inanimate subjects. Because these are at opposite ends of the Animacy Hierarchy, the data suggests that there is no correlation between the animacy of the subject and the likelihood of a particular form of negation.
On the basis of these data, it seems that French, although in flux, is headed in the direction of postverbal negation. Granted this, can we deduce any further correlations from this apparent change? According to Lehmann's constituent order correlations, a language with verb + negative constructions is also more likely to have noninitial question words. Let us see whether this trend manifests itself in our colloquial French data as well.
Standard French places content question words at the beginning of the phrase; the rest of the clause can then be formed using either inversion (m) or an est-ce que construction (o). Modern colloquial French, however, is considerably more complicated. Alongside the standard constructions described above, it is also possible to leave question words in situ 9 or to focus the question words in a c'est ('it is') construction at the beginning of the clause (o). This construction parallels a similar, and very common, process of focusing in declarative sentences (p). For the purpose of data collection of content question words, therefore, examples such as that in example (o) were listed as "unclear": although the question word is focused (and, consequently, fronted) by the c'est construction, it nonetheless remains in situ if we assume a declarative sentence such as (p) to be the underlying form. It is outside the scope of this paper to determine whether the content question is derived from a "focused" sentence-and thus remains in situ in the interrogative-or whether the focusing itself functions as question formation and thus demonstrates a kind of fronting.
Having excluded such data, as well as data in which the content question functions as the subject of a sentence, 10 we find that in a sample of 31 relevant pieces of data, 18 represented sentences with a fronted question word, while 13 represented sentences where the question word remained in situ.
11 Thus, although fronting remains the preferred method of question formation, content question words in situ represent a significant portion of attested language data.
The distribution of these sentences is also of some interest. Questions asking why are always fronted, while question words asking when or functioning as the object of prepositions are more likely to remain in situ. Finally, questions asking for a direct object are only slightly more likely to be fronted than to remain in situ, but both possibilities are used freely, even in identical contexts. Fig. 2 12 See Appendix I, Fig. 3 and Fig. 4 With little typological research done in content questions, it is difficult to make a claim as to why this distribution should take place; assuming, of course, that such a small sample is representative of a general trend. It is possible that pourquoi is always fronted because its answer requires a longer, or "heavier" constituent. Consequently, the location of the question word is less susceptible to analogical change. By contrast, objects of prepositions are often single constituents and thus easier to keep in situ. Furthermore, French requires pied piping to take place when prepositions are fronted; this extra element of movement could be motivation for the entire prepositional phrase to remain in situ instead.
With a linguistic system so tied up in historical usage, it comes as little surprise that even native French users seem downright schizophrenic in their grammatical usage. As social media grows in power, French is increasingly becoming the property of the people-not of the Académie. Sites like Facebook can take colloquial language and immortalize it; the only task remaining is to sift through and see what our contemporary, populist linguists have to say. Without even realizing it, fluent French speakers (or, rather, French typers) are creating a massive database chronicling their own linguistic fluctuations, just waiting to be analyzed by intrepid linguists. A self-perpetuating, endlessly creative source of linguistic data describing the massive tidal shifts of language? That's not a bad deal, particularly for a silly website filled with pictures of cats.
